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e colleagnes¢lere the: lost‘often cited initial source of informaticn;
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THB‘USBRS oF . CABLE TV ‘ACCESS GHANNELS:

] .

A STUDY OF THB DIFFUSION AND ADOPTION OF A

W . COMMNICATIONS INNOVATION -

<,
¢

. Since - the Federal Communlcat1ons Commission first announced its Access

1 .
' and 1eased channe1 requlrements for cable televislon systems, there has h

i'bien considerabhﬁidebate concernlng “the uLtimate worth of such facilitles, R

On“the one side are arguments to the effect(that ‘television is a uniquely

"mass'’ med1um, and quite 1nappropriate for spec1a11:ed communlcatlon Others,

however, forsee the f1na1 demlse of current te1eV1slon programm1ng patterns, -

“

2
and the emergence of many spec1a11:ed te1ecommun1cat10n ser%lces. The

FCC 1tse1f even in mo 1fy1ng 1ts access requ1rements, appears to  remain (pub— -

licly at least) dedlcated td\the idea’ of expanded Access, and conV1nced of )
»>

““its future v1a'b111ty3 ‘Ihe recent Supreme Court declslon deny1ng the FCC
:_:authorxty to requ;re Pub11c Access (Mldwest Video-vs FCC April Z~ 1979,.j-

'-47 LW 4335) yet leaves 1ntact local and state author1ty, and will prob-

'ably have 11m1ted effect on ex1st1ng franchlses The M1dwest Video case,'

- comblned w1th deregulatlon actlvit',at the - FCC and Commun1cat10n5 Act rewrite

'fact1v1ty 1n Congress, however, \\r ainly- places the 1dea and operatlon of

'ﬁgPubllc Access at'a cross roads.”

Behlnd the speculatﬂﬁ%there exlsts as yet 11tt1e emp1r1ca1 dat ~on the'

_ operational success of these channels as currently functlonlng throughout

~the Un1ted States and Canada.~ Analysls of access progra 1ng alone ‘leaves .

;pmany 1mportant questlons unanswered Stud1es By Glllesple? and the Canad1an

[

5
Radlo—Televislon Comm1551on along w1th the. reports of the Natlonal Cable

L 6 -
Telev151on Assoc1atlon have proV1ded lml 1nformatlon on the extent and :

”"varletx of access channel programmlng, and success storles are not lackigg/

CYet it does appear that communlty response to access channel avallablllty

>
B
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giims not been as enthusiastic as many advocates had thought or hoped it‘ would
S '

I

'be. Bven in communities“whefe initial reepbnse was high interest often did\

Fl ke -, K -
.

not ‘last beyond the novelty stage. .

1

A few studles have attempted to measure audience response to access

ilhpr&gramming, an example being that by Roland Johnson and an Agostino on:

: thf Columbus, Indlan Video Access Center. Beg1nn1ng from the assumptlon

that "neither recognizing the potentlal of cable television nor requ1r1ng
.y

'.systems to make. channels .available can make publlc access television an’

@‘ '. 3, . 1\\ o, . .

veffecteve channel fbr communlcatlong" Johnson und Agostlno -foun very

little audience for the Center's programmlngK The survey by. Othmer in
New York City slmllarlnmfound a low percentage of cable subscr1bers regularly

.

watchlng the Pub11c Access Channels there.g

s Even where audlence data m1ght be avallable, however, it is st111 less

than clear how we should evaluate such Audlence.studles alone prov1de‘

limited 1nformat10n about what: mlght or mlght not make ‘Access’ cablecastlng

successful Certa1nly there are many factors'to_behstddled such as the L
characterlstlcs of programmlng and adequacy of promotlon Prlor to all

. -

such, concerns, hdwever, is. the matte‘ of the actual productlon or supply

of programmng. Audience attractio to access channels will be d1rectly i

related to the'braadth,and-depth~9f thevprogramminé available. Co unitXf_

interest can only begin to be attracted when those with relevant m ss?ges
. ) ) . . ﬁ'_- ’ . . - ' ‘\ s
are using the medium to reach their-constltuent publics. .»\'h o j 1{&
. . , . .
evel-' '

- The issue: to whlch the present study is dlrectfd\:s/that ‘of user

.opment that sf the d1ffuslon and adoption of thls ne technolog1cal

; A i
.where awareness m1gh§ exist Such does not guarantee that potentlal dsers -

‘. . .. B
o

innovatlon among those with pub11c communlcatlons needs which m1ght be served
) 4 .
thereby. Much” more than general awareness ‘#s. involved, of course. "Bven v

funderstand the nature of the opportunlty available to them ' Theodora Skiover -

~ v

P . . Ce : \4.
. . ' ' oL . L



has suggested that ‘this has 1ndeed been one of the major roadbiocks 1n
9
_____acti1i;ating_grnnps_to_use_the_puhlic_a

York Citv. As |
v L
: Bednarczyk and Rice have’ commented

(4

¥ o Today, local prograMmers reallze that the tran31tlon between -
R 'passive' viewers and 'active' user/producers wgs not the
ST - quick and easy process envisioned in 1972. :he; recognize now
.7 " that a change in the traditional role for the-television 10 .
' viewer demanded more than channel time and a 11ve camera.._ ’ .

N

Baseﬂ on our. experience to date with access channels, the follow g

. .

._‘”facgors‘emerge aslreal and potential 1mped1ments)to'the development of cable

.
- .

TV use by community 8r0ups and agencies. & ) .
1. owledge Level: . . . - . -

.

' ‘Certalnly cable operators themseLves have not always been eager to promote

‘\\c

f, _use of the Publlc channels, nor for that matter is it clear that such a

[
respons1b111ty should befall-the operator. In 11eu<xf some other 1n1t1ating

’group, however, 1t 1s easy. to understand ‘how knowledge about channel%‘vall-
/

'ab111ty mlght not c1rculate far. There-ls also the matter of legal-r1ghts.
~ : L r \
Cable operators 1n Canada have-a legal rlght to deny access to the Commun1ty

.Programmlng Channel operators 1n the United States do not! Néveftheless,

1t
1

-_;th;s wrlter is aware of nuﬁergps 1nstances where cable operatofs, legallyp

- requlred to prov1de access tlme, have dlscouraged would-be userg who dld\th

4- ' LT

_ fl-,understand lthe essent1a1 bllegallty‘of the .operator'§ actlons.. ' , .o

4 -

w

2.f‘Att1tudes Toward Telev151on s FunctlonS' S

- -
< \ - 3 " . o

o Y,
3_The general unavallablllty of the electronrg\medla ‘for narfowcastrng, and’
”the 51multaneous long tradltlon of u51nghthe pfant med1a for: publlc communlca-
. [ % .
tlons, has qu1te p0551b1y oreatedas psychologrcél barr1er towards equal

-

consNderatlon of telev151on as a publlc communacatlons ‘tool. Obv1ously some

& N "o
.

organlzatlons, in part1cular polltlcal groups,ahave beep quicker :to grasp

‘. L *  w .

. the potent1al of the medlum But law and-eConom1cs have always been on thelr

. - , .\ ‘ . w
© side. It fs only since 1972 w1th the development of cqmmunft st cable ~
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“television, that such opportunity'has been available to the larger; public in .

eny'meaningful sense. And simply being "aware" ‘!’the access opportunity does

_ change.f‘.'

~.not constitute internationalization ox, adoption. \\Mental habits take time to °

Understandi g of the Telecommunlcatlons Process'

N v

'In communicat1ons consulting, an unfortunate hot- cold c11ent pattern is
: commonly encountered. The would-be producer begins with a very simplistic
H - . . B . -

'notion of telecommunications,lthen (often through diScduraging.trial and

._error) upon dlscoverlng the true demands and complex1t1es of effectlve

productxon, becomes 1ntimidated and abruptfy drops the whole otlon.

{

After a rather exten51ve‘survey of Communlty Programmlng Channel users 1n .

"Canad , & report by the Canadlan Radio and Telev151on Comm1551on concluded

[ R

4.

;commuplcatlons obJectlve. As often as not productlon is attempted on the

_tance of "educatlon in the use of the medlum" as!cr1t1ca1 to the Iong—

’fManagement and P?ann1ngﬁ$k1115

. Often the energy needed to steer a project through the long ) l"p_'”
process of research, preparatlon and production is lacking g6 '
or is in short supply.. Several operators havé emphasized.:} *’g;'.
that many applicants who may at firsg be Very keen to par-y g
ticipate, quickly lose ﬂhelr enthusiasm when_they see whafl)
1nvolved..... o ' :

12

'Reflectlng on 51m11ar exper1ences Theodore Sklover has noted the 1mpor- o

. ° . v -

’..

term acceptance of pub11c access.ls'Awareness, and then even-1ntent to-

.

.ause can st111 be frusted by 1mba1anced understand;ng of the medlum 1tse1f

o, / ) . L L -~
. - .
: . . 4

.

bl
)

TFunctlonal appreclatlon of telecommunlcatlons does not in itself. make an

- P

feffectlve prodﬁcer. Personal consu1t1ng exper1ence has demonstrated the

\

_ d1ff1cu1ty encountered by novice programmers in such matters as determ1n1ng

- -

:or cOgnit1ve components which lie beh1nd the target behav1or. (Certalnly,

.

iOnefof'the.strengthe of Childrens Television Workshop has been their con-

-

A

. e

'ba§;s of behav10ra1 obJe//lvéE:/;eav1ng un1dent1f1ed the cr1t1ca1 atg;tudlnal _f
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stant‘concerﬂmio clearly identify and state programming objectives in

or commun1ty agencies, could have con51derab1e bearxnglongthe extent to
N . . N . )

. which channels are utilized.

' terms of mental “kills or changes ) Other important ingredients in ‘the

telecommunications planning process are understanding of the target )

L
audience and matching meseage t8 the medium The point here is that ‘many
. .n.

"\

community group and agencies wi11 31mp1y ‘lack. the)staff skills to. carfy

T2 |

[
fhrough ‘with such planning, and as a consequence ‘are perhaps therehy dis-

'couraged from: utiaizing the- medium ' o

L i o - -
";

. Ir
of programmfhg for Community Access channels. The~extent to;which'%uch .

problems can be compensateﬂ for by adequately tra1ned telecommunications

c |-

spec1a115ts, whpther they vork for the Cablecompany. a local Access center,‘

v

‘h\."' . f . '
L ias . : ‘ L S
A ) .
The Canadiqp Radio Televxsion commission certa1n1y appears to, have been
sen51t1ve to such problems 1n'formu1at1ng the requ1remept that Canadian
I '
cable operators function as‘"animators" 1n their respect1ve communitips,

E ’

"seeking out potent1a1 programmers and d1rect1y a551st1hg them 1n the develop-

"_vof thls approach

14
ment and production of materials. Of course the Canad;ans are not alone in
recognizing the advantages of an 1n1t1at1ng group. In his’ ana1y51s of pub11c .

access 1n New York C1ty, other noted the 1mportance of "fac111tator" groups’ ;m

o '\'
ik

15 ;
at least in. the early stages.. The exper1ence of the Alternate Media Center ",

-

.1n both New York and. Reading, Pennsylvan15 further attest to the v1ab11.1tyo> :

The ‘more precise,purpose of'the present study, therefore, has been to

explore the role -of the "Community Animators" of two cable systems in Toronto,
1

iy
the Metro.Cable system and the Keeble éable system In partlcular the study

" -t

»has been_zon\erned to discover the extent to wh1ch the cable cpmpany h#s been .

. ( K3
R o
[

Such, then, are the tyres of barriers which can deter potent1a1 supplders ’



, 6 .

) . /" ! . . , *
instrumental in generatlnx interest in the ‘use of”deIlc access (that is, the

community prozrammlng channel) and the extent to whichs the expertise of the'

staff is determinative in the actual planning and production of programming.
Ve

The study also. provides data for evaluating the effectiVeness of the CRT'S

-

"animator policy
Method - S i >‘5 _ _ ) S
As the total number of programming groups for e1ther of the cable companles .

‘ >

was qoite small at the time of data collection (spring. 1977), the groups -
,were‘comblneq to form a poOl-of fusers". The source 1fsts of users were the
‘records kqpt by éhescab1e companies, nhich unfortunately did not ertend'back
'béyond 1975. The records themselves were then supplemented through recall
'by staff members of earlier user groups. The resulting comblned llst of
former and current users of the Keeble and Metro Communlty Programmlng

rChanneI 1ncluded 182 organlzatlons and 1nd1V1duals

The sample frame thus determiﬁed.was not, then, the true or full
population of Chapnel users. . Pr;marilyfmiSSing were some group'users from

before 1975 and gsome individual, one-time-only users: before _and after 1975.

The staffs at‘the two cable companles, however, were "of the op1nlon that

. . Phe llsts used represented OVer 75, percent of actual users 51nce 1975,

g“ . and an even h;gher proportion of aetual channel uyse (i.e. pr0gramm1ng time.)
; 4 ‘A more seTioys 11m1tat10n resultlng from thls,methbd;logy is the lack
' ﬁ'of a \eference Control group. - A more rigorous method/would'have b¢en to

o

.

sample from the total pOpulat1on of communlty groups~and assoclations

Aand then campafe those using the Community Channel with’ thoSe who had not .

The sample used Certa1nly has the problem\of self—selectlon but this was

o
\t > L

-

E deemed less crltlcal to the present obJect1Ve of exploratat1ve case

s
'-[ﬁanaly51s :h/n it would be t0 a survey w1th broader general1zat10n obJectlves.

a

g . . : 8 . R
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A mail questiqpnaire, accogpanied by a letter from the respective cable

companias, was sent to the sampl!l%embers. fwo follow-uP contacts were . ’1éj;i‘i.
pd-to help increase £inal response rate. The QU%?€3°“S themseIVQS-wore.'; |

. no; designed around specific hypothe§es, but rather arouhd the general
-reﬁgq;ch.conéerns jdentified in the above.disgusoion of inpediment"factors.

Rqults‘

Theirete of return from the population group (i.e.'the'sample'frame)

was ‘503 (N=91). of the oeer returns, 68 (74%) nere orgonizations, while

Only 23 (25%5 were-individuals The organizations themselves were a1most
equally divided among government, spec1e1 interest, and public service . -
organizations, suggLstlng a. broadly based use for the Communxty“Programming T
, Channe1 Most of the respond1ng organlzations 1nd1cated mulfible use of B

the Community Programming Channel (Channel 10), with only lf (14%) 1nd1cat1ng
they had Produced only one program. CThis figure m1ght not represent the

real pjcture, however, as apparently "one shot" users were 1ess 11ke1y to

be IISted in cable company records. ) C %

~ Y .

* +  Respeondents Were asked to identify'théir Source; of_informetion.wﬁﬁh
+ Tegard ib»channei 10, and to_indicdte which of these sources PrOVidéd.iﬁifiél
{nformetiOH;_and which was most influential in the decision‘to utilize'the,

. ohannel‘(seeetéble j). Personal contact is by far the most’ 1mportant soﬁrce

of-ihformation. Interestingly, contact through a frlend or fellow group “m?}
member is more freduent1Y<me“ti°“ed as source than is contact by a member of
-~ the Cable staff (1 e. the. Communlty Animator). Promotion literefure ‘and

-newspaper l1st1ngs account fef a low contact. This f1nd1ng va11dates the

c°"°1“310ns based on the exper1ence of many video -’ centers. 17 o - :

The 1mP°rtGHCe of personal non-cable -compdny contact is further accentu-

‘ated when we find that almost half of the groups indicate their initia1 .
. * - - w . » . ) —Fﬁﬁ-\

= | ﬁi!’ S e /




v . o - ‘ .
contact came through friends rffellow group members. while just over o

'_quarter heard'first from the cable company itself However, when we look'at

the matter of greatest influence, the figures are almost exactly reversed

g, .
iy,

- . Now contact by the cable staff is the most important, and the influence of

. - friends and group members second Almost a third of those whose first con+

’

. tact was through, friends, remai?ed to ‘be convinced by the. cable staff
L
' (see Table 2). -~ o -

* '

In an attempt to identify the salient factors or arguments -in the

‘decision to utilize Channel 10, groups were ask’d to state what finally
s

convinced them to become 1nvolved with cablecastigg .. The respohse; to

this open ended question turned out to be very wide rang1ng “and, difficult

. 4
tq interpret (see Table 3). The responses appear to roughly fall 1nto
’ . 4 . ‘{it‘

two categories, however: ‘one 1nvolves procedural c1ar1f1cat1ons (no one

L

was censor, there would be help available); the other regards the efficacy
. . A .

of cablecasting (that is, Channe1'10'provided a viable /Channel of commu-

ications w1th the broad pub11c or some specific pub11c )

Tp measure the 1mportance of the cable company beyond the\"animation"

’

.
process 1tse1f users were asked to indicate the1r dependency “on the
' cable company‘and other sources<for both production equipment and production‘
assistance From Table 4 1s is clear that the cable cOmpany is heavily
l. depended upon for both equ1pment and product1on assistance. A closer:
ana1y51s of the .data- revealed that those groups indicating heavy reliance

on the- cable company for production equ1pment for the most part 1nd1cated

'Y

o Verywlittl Aiance on other soufces of he1p, such as schools, profes -

" sional studlo , OT. the1r own equ1pment The re11ance o6n the cable company

for equipment then, is heavy, and rather 51ngu1ar -at this point The

dependency for production ass1stance is more d1str1buted, with volunteer

\)4- ‘ . T ) v \ g . . ’ ; ' 1 O '/ - . - | k . ) s
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~ groups and sel? relianch both important; At the same time, however, it is

. * [ ]
cleer that the cable company is still heavily involved in most production,

“as most of the groups indicating reliance on self and volunteer groups also
indicated equal reliance on the cable company staff
To further evaluate the extent o; reliance on the cable company,

‘a series of specific questions were\asked (sed Table 5) Again the heavy

" reliance for production per se is indicated with less but still noteable |
]

reliance for other aspects of the programming. process (ideas planning,

,evaluation) One surprise was the heavy reliance on the cable company

1 . .. ' Ve

for program promotion

.
~ -
.

B . - ' . [ : 1

To check on the relationship of reliance with group characteristics, a

summary.’ ""Dependence'! score'was oomputed by. adding'together five of the.

areasr(excluding evaluation) Neither years of programming experience nor

+

7 type of group corresponds with amount of general or specific dependence
) on the cable company (seé Table-6).. The,pnly exceptions to this pattern.
‘are the finding of less dependency by.ethnic_groups for_program planning v;,
and a gziater dependence"for getting production help by the older users.ﬁ
'The final series of questions dealt with the users' attitudes towards
Channel 10 and community programming itself. Here we find a rather poSitive

orientation ‘Most users fee1 that efforts are'worthwhile, that thb audience

-

is sufficient that the production process is not too demanding and that

* the cable operator does not exercise too much control. They do not £ee1

)

that the channel is being used for'"ego trips;" and agree that Community

cablecasting is going to have an impact on teleViSion generally (see Table 7)

0}

Similarly, over: half‘of those responding to a general question expressed

hope for the\future=of Community cablecasting, while only 25 percent-were :
o . ‘ eca ‘ | ! °
negative (the rest hadn't made up their mind yet.) "In their hope for the

future, thesafusersiforesaw-increasing professionalism, larger audiences,
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and gyeater channel allocation. Further, no significant differencesnuere

il

the present the expert contact seems most important for the development of

. anmmunity programmers. ' -

that the ethnic end special Anterest groups ‘are less convinced that it
1s all worthwhile.‘ Their attitude still remains positive on this point
'however. (These results remained conptant when controlling for type of -

: group ahd sources of influence This positivekgttitude was further supported' '

in respondent answers to an opennended question concerning "obstacles"

to their use of‘Channel 10. = The cable operator was not mentioned at all.)

-

DiScussion R . B o .
S The results of this case study demonstrate the importance of personal -
‘ - \

contact in “the diffusion of a new communications innovation, Cable Teltvision
'lf access channels Promdtion literature, general advertisement, and even the
- existence 6f the channel itself are not terrihly good sources of information,

,let alone persuasion. Such f1ndings strongly,support suggestions’ made earlier

in;this paper that psychological barriers might exist which would mitigate = .
o ~ o o, , N

‘against serious consi eration.of television'for privateﬂuse'by'cbmmunity G

‘It is only when knowledgeable perSons make contact

and explain the possibilities that knowledge and attitude baxriers are effect--

groups and agenci

Aively cquntered ’ It is possible that this- situation might change as more

and'more access or community~programming’is produced and’viewed but for

-

There isilittle doubt of the importance of the cable company--its
production equipment.and-staff--in the development of programming for the

Comnumity Programmiﬂb Channel The anticipated impediment f planning skllb. ‘

[

- deficiency was verified. A potentially most 1mportant finding here, though v

T
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: ependence over tlme.- It nght,be hoped that ‘with |

’; exper1ence, communlty organizat&ons would developqthelr own te1ecommun1cat1on
g v ’. : e -'

e,y(~? resources. Iﬁ’ﬁ prev1qps comparat1ve analys1s of Canad1an and ﬁ S. pol1cy

-

o y1th regard to access-channels,_Sparkes suggested that the Canad1 deliv

.f.could d1scourage 1n1t1at1ve and even creat1V1ty by commun1ty programmlng
. =t : i :
groupsl. The present study' éprov1des part1al Support for that.proytct1on.

“An 1mportant quest1on here, however, is that of. how much time for" exper— S

""'.“
o
o

1mentat10n is necessary or. des1rable before organ1zat1ons make the 1nvest-‘
L ments that effect1ve telecommun1cat10ns calls for. (On the other’ s1de, the
great 1mportance of the cable company s product1on equlpment certalnly

. __.# R . § Pt : ¥

supporgg_ he%ﬁ C C s pol1cy of requ1r1ng cable compan1es in the Un1ted

States to haue such equ1pment for commun1ty use. ). o 'r“ -f~;‘

There are pollcy 1mpl1cat1ons here for both government and communlty

o

organzzat1ons ' Local groups should g1ve serlous attentlon to. prov151ons

for establrshment or fund1ng of communlty access centers w1th tra1ned staff

-

_ C1ty governments themselves m1ght cons;der retent1on of at least one tra1ned

U

- -

telecommun1cat1ons spec1al1st to serv1ce c1ty off1ces and agencles. Baltlmore's
¢ 0ff1ce of Telecommun1cat1ons 1s exemplary of what be done. Certa1nly in .
grant1ng franchises, commun1ty leaders should g1ve h1gh credit to operator

proposals for offer1ng such staff help Attent1on is commonly aa1d to- the

B .. e .
eng1neer1ng, econom1c, or legal aspects of cable TV, but less often to the

\ . . . Lo
software 51de.: L ', T T : .‘h_ #;*

-

Community organ1zat10ns m1ght be well served through’the h1r1ng of tele-

cohmunlcatlon speclallsts as well Ex1st1ng staff are unlikely sources of crea=

- .t

t1ve teleV1s1on programm1ng 1deas. Many 1ndustry group%(have already

19 :
reallzed thls need but publ1c serv1ce and governmental agenc1es seem less,
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’e'and ﬁegulat1on appears to have 11tt1e effect;fat 1east 1n the early.stm‘v"”i

l s '}lq

It should not be surpr151ng, then, that there has been 1es§ than ant1c1

~ w .
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